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  In memory of my brother, Larry, my mom, and my dad and for my friend Ann Marie—all of whom remind me to make time to share great food and conversation with the ones I love. Both are to be savored.

  —Bonnie
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  introduction

  A home cook’s take on whole-grain recipes

  I’ve been asked many times how I found this whole grain with a funny name. The answer is that it sort of found me—and just when I needed it most. Although my chance meeting with this ancient grain occurred as part of a whole-body transformation in my mid-forties, my history with food began much earlier.

  Growing up with a food culture

  I grew up in a Southern household where my father was a great home cook. To this day, I still have no idea how he made such perfectly golden, crispy fried chicken. Food was a festive part of our household, especially around the holidays. My dad was a self-taught baker and made amazing cakes, cookies, and fudge.

  My father had a bit more patience than I, and I remember watching him so very meticulously create every single rose out of icing for my sister’s wedding cake one summer. I, on the other hand, preferred simply to eat the cake, rather than make it! And that’s where I got into trouble.

  Over the years, I continued to pack on the pounds as I navigated through my young adult life. College pressures soon gave way to work deadlines as I put my fine arts degree to use at a design firm and, later, as a freelance illustrator. By the time I was 43 I weighed upward of 270 pounds.

  A feeling something had to change

  I was proud of the career I had built as a children’s book illustrator, but I began to realize I needed to move more and sit less if I was going to keep a heart attack at bay. My dad and my creative inspiration had suffered four heart attacks before he was 50 years old. As I began creeping closer to that age, my doctor told me I was on my way to having one as well if I didn’t start eating better.

  It was then, around 2007, when I decided to break the family tradition; the “Matthews Way” had always just been to accept that we were all overweight. But suddenly, for the first time in my life, I made a conscious decision to actually pay attention to what I was eating. There have been days when I would have traded anything to have my dad back in the kitchen, preparing a batch of his neighborhood-famous chocolate fudge, but there have been many other days of learning to feed my new lifestyle.

  How a food store helped me lose weight

  Just as my weight-loss journey was taking off, the economy was making its 2008 downturn, and children’s book illustration projects were hard to come by. Newly single with a mortgage to pay on my own, I took a part-time job as a food-demo cook at Trader Joe’s. It was this job that literally saved my life.

  Tucked in the back corner of that store, I worked to create recipes that showcased our products and taught customers how to do the same. What I got in return was a new appreciation for creating delicious recipes in a healthier way than I had in the past. And that’s where I first discovered freekeh!

  Any Trader Joe’s customer who knows me will tell you I fell in love with this new product. I loved that it had high fiber and high protein, two things I was paying attention to on labels as part of my new lifestyle. And no cholesterol. Bingo! It was such a no brainer; you can use it as a substitute for rice in recipes. Rice has less than a third of the protein and fiber—even brown rice doesn’t compare.

  Fast-forward about two years, and lo and behold, I had burned off about 130 pounds through my newfound love for fitness and healthy cooking! I was literally melting away before my customers’ eyes. The whole store and community were losing weight, too! Everyone was inspired and eating healthier. It was awesome! They said, “You should have your own cooking show.”

  I ended up being featured on The Dr. Oz Show in 2010 and celebrated my weight loss story. As part of my segment, I shared some of my healthy recipes, and many included freekeh. That is when the freekeh buzz started in the United States. Dr. Oz whispered in my ear and said, “Get used to this, Bonnie, because you are going to be doing a lot more TV.” Who knows? But he made me a Wellness Warrior blogger on their website, and my dream came true. I was able to inspire others and share my passion for healthy cooking and fitness with the nation.

  Sadly for viewers, however, prior to the show being aired, Trader Joe’s had discontinued freekeh due to poor sales. No one knew what it was yet—it was just a little too soon.

  But I was determined to figure out how to get it back on store shelves. I thought, if I can help people to not be afraid of unfamiliar, healthy food and still enjoy eating and still lose weight, that would be awesome. Through a lot of channels in the natural food world, I met Troy DeSmet, president of Nature’s Organic Grist. He, too, shared a passion for freekeh, and with hard work and determination, we formed Freekeh Foods. Through a lot of trial and error, we were able to produce freekeh organically in the United States in 2011 and hit store shelves in 2012.

  About the book

  I have created this book of recipes to inspire folks and encourage them to cook freekeh, not just as a plain side dish, but as a marriage with vegetables and spices as one-pot meals like lemon dill chicken, or a great side dish like Mandarin freekeh salad. Because of my art background, I truly love color and texture and flavor—food is really like another art form that should be enjoyed and shared. I had decided when I was in the process of losing all that weight that I was not going to allow food to be an enemy—that I wanted it to still be pleasurable and not “drink my way to weight loss” using shakes or pills. This book shows off some healthy ways to enjoy food that you can share with friends, divide up to take to work and save you time, and even help get your kids to eat whole grains in foods that they will have fun trying!

  I am not a trained chef, so I hope that these recipes are approachable for any level of cook. Many ingredients I share in the book can be found in most grocery stores or health food stores. I mention a lot of ingredients from Trader Joe’s since I know their products so well, but many of them can certainly be found in other places as well. I don’t cook with a lot of processed “white” sugar, or white flour. Instead, I cook “clean” and share some alternatives that may be healthier options. I truly believe that one of the reasons for the obesity epidemic in this nation is that foods contain so many additives and chemicals and are so overly processed that our bodies are not able to handle them or even comprehend that they are “food.” In this book, there are many vegetables and spices that help to add lots of essential nutrients, vitamins, and minerals.

  The story of behind freekeh

  Freekeh is pronounced “free-kah” by most standards. But it’s also called “frikeh” or “farik” in Arabic. While freekeh is relatively new in the United States, it has been a culinary staple of the Middle East for centuries. Nearly every time I go to New York, I get into a cab and ask the driver, “Have you ever had freekeh?” and nearly every single person says, “Of course, of course … .” Many drivers I’ve had were from Palestine, Egypt, and Lebanon. They all grew up on it and were so proud to share the stories of their mothers and their grandmothers talking about how they prepared it this way and that.

  Freekeh is truly a Levantine cuisine—dating back to Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Egypt. It’s considered an ancient grain, so ancient, in fact, that it was mentioned in the Bible, though not by name. Leviticus 2:14 reads, “If you bring a grain offering of firstfruits to the Lord, offer crushed heads of new grain roasted in the fire.” This was likely a very similar grain—perhaps roasted barley—whereas most freekeh today is produced using durum wheat.

  So what is freekeh, you ask? Well, it’s a roasted cereal grain that, as mentioned, dates back to Biblical times. Legend has it that two villages had a conflict and had burned each other’s crops of grain in spring while they were still young and green. Once the conflict was over, they were left with no crops, only heads of roasted grain. They decided to rub the burned parts off and cook up what was left, and that is how freekeh became a “first offering” of the spring harvest. It cooks in water similarly to rice, in about 25 minutes. Because of this process, freekeh has a wonderful chewy texture and a slightly smoky, rich taste that is unlike any other grain.

  Freekeh refers to the process of roasting baby wheat. The word “freekeh” or “farik” means “to rub” in Arabic—which refers to the farmers who used to harvest the durum wheat while the grain was still green and grass-like. They would cut it and pile it on the ground and light it on fire. The stalks and chaff would burn off, but the seeds didn’t burn due to the high moisture content. They would then thrash or rub the grain and then cool it. Once they did that, freekeh was ready to be prepared into meals. Freekeh has been found in recipes dating back to the thirteenth century and is consumed in similar dishes even today using exotic spices, such as cumin, coriander, and cinnamon. It’s often paired with meats, such as lamb and chicken.

  An Egyptian cab driver in New York City told me his grandmother would make freekeh with cumin, onions, and coriander and top it with roasted chicken. Freekeh is often prepared with fewer meat-based and more vegetable-based mezze dishes, or with roasted meat served on top of the freekeh, like my cab driver discussed.

  Nutrition behind the freekeh

  Freekeh’s been touted as a superfood by Chef Jamie Oliver and is gaining kudos because of its unique nutritional profile and interesting texture. Vandana R. Sheth, RDN, DCE, spokesperson for the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, said, “It’s higher in protein, fiber, vitamins, minerals, and lower in glycemic index” as compared to other grains.

  Because freekeh has more protein and fiber as compared to white rice or even brown rice, it’s a great option to substitute in recipes that call for rice. It’s been compared in the media to quinoa, since freekeh contains the same amount of protein per serving, which is 6 grams. And though freekeh does contain some gluten, the levels are very low—100 parts per million. To be completely gluten-free freekeh would need to fall below 20 ppm.

  Toby Amidor, registered dietician and author, writes, “Freekeh is a whole grain and can help folks meet the USDA Dietary Guidelines, which recommends to make half your daily grain whole. One half-cup cooked provides around 130 calories, 6 grams of protein, and 1 gram of fat. It’s a rich source of the mineral manganese, providing close to three-quarters of the daily recommended dose. It also offers a hefty dose of fiber, magnesium, and phosphorus.”

  Other notables are getting on the freekeh train, including America’s favorite doctor, Dr. Oz. He’s talked about it several times since I introduced it to him and listed it as a good lean protein option on his website. Kim Lyons, celebrity fitness trainer formerly of the hit show, The Biggest Loser, has freekeh listed on her “10 Day Fat Flush Diet” because it’s such a good healthy carb. Lots of fitness folks are jumping on board, like Shawn T and the folks at Livestrong.com, because of the good protein and fiber it delivers as compared to brown rice and other grains. It’s gaining more popularity in the media, and because of that, it’s showing up on store shelves more and more nationwide.

  Dieticians at Mercy Medical Center in Baltimore are even promoting freekeh as a rice replacement for their patients who have diabetes, since freekeh is low-glycemic. ShopRite dieticians are excited to be sharing information with their customers about its health benefits, along with many others nationwide.

  Food trends

  So freekeh’s good for you, ok. But what about the flavor; does it taste good? You betcha! Chefs are adding it to their menus in trendy restaurants across America. You can find it in Brooklyn’s trendy little Franny’s restaurant, and, in New Jersey, they have a freekeh pizza at Dino’s Cucina. Owner Chet Simunovich saw it on The Dr. Oz Show and decided to start experimenting with it, and his customers really like it.

  There are so many healthy food trends in the United States, it’s no wonder freekeh is being touted as “The Next Quinoa” by Functional Ingredients Magazine. And although quinoa is a superfood as well, it’s had a backlash due to the unpopular effects on its native Bolivia because of over-exportation. Also, the global demand for quinoa has become an issue for many chefs who have had it on their menus and can no longer obtain it. The good news is, a lot of freekeh is being produced in the United States as well as Jordan and Australia, so supplying it is not an issue if it ends up exploding as quinoa has in the past few years.

  Freekeh is the trendy “new” ancient grain. It’s becoming easier to find on the store shelves nationwide. Several brands of freekeh on store shelves are U.S.-grown organic and non-GMO varieties. Look for it near the rice and other grains. All freekeh is 100 percent whole grain and comes in a whole berry, a cracked variety that takes less time to cook, and a flour. Freekeh grains can be found in many Whole Foods stores, Sprouts, ShopRite, Mother’s Markets, health food stores, and ethnic grocery stores, as well as online. There are many private-label blends coming out now, too, including one by Rice Select®, which has freekeh in a blend of ancient grains. You’ll also find freekeh in a vegetarian burger at Trader Joe’s in their freezer case. The freekeh flour currently is only being sold online at www.freekeh-foods.com.

  Stop reading this and get cooking!

  I hope you will enjoy this book as much as I did creating it, tasting it, and photographing it for you. It’s been quite a journey, and I’m excited to share this with you. I hope you are inspired to cook in some new ways with some ingredients you may not have tried in the past, like gaujilla peppers or coconut oil. I hope I have provided some recipes that will get you thinking about cooking with freekeh and other grains in general as an integral part of a meal, rather than just a blob of white as a boring side dish. I hope this book ignites your senses and interests you in exploring new ways to think about healthy cooking and enjoying it with your friends and family. I hope you invite freekeh to your table soon, and you can talk about it and make your own stories about freekeh. After all, food and conversation go hand in hand. Enjoy!

  Cheers to your health,

  Bonnie


  chapter 1

  mornings and in-betweens

  meals to start your day right—and snacks for that afternoon energy boost
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  huevos rancheros

  A nice recipe for weekends! There’s an endless variety of toppings you can add to this traditional Mexican midmorning fare. Of course, it’s usually prepared using Mexican-style rice and fried corn tortillas. Try serving it with a red and green chili sauce or tomatillo sauce, or top with queso fresco—sometimes called Mexican farmer’s cheese.

  makes: 6-8 servings (or take half of the filling and use in the breakfast burritos recipe on page 30)

  1 cup cracked freekeh

  6 eggs, or 1 per serving

  1 15.5-ounce can of pinto or black beans, rinsed and drained

  1 package of soft tortillas—multigrain, flour, or corn

  ½ sweet red pepper, diced

  ½ yellow pepper, diced

  ½ onion, diced

  2 garlic cloves, minced (or about 1 teaspoon jarred, minced)

  1 cup salsa, plus more for topping if desired

  ½ teaspoon jalapeno diced and seeded, or ½ guajillo pepper diced and seeded (for extra flavor and heat)

  olive oil or other cooking oil

  In a saucepan, empty 1 cup freekeh into 2½ cups water and bring to a boil. Reduce heat; add in the garlic and ¼ cup of the salsa, then cover. Simmer on medium heat for 20–25 minutes, until the water has been absorbed and the freekeh is tender.

  While the freekeh is cooking, add olive oil to a skillet and heat up over medium heat. Add in diced peppers, diced onion, and hot peppers if you are using them. Cook until onions are translucent. Add in the remaining salsa, beans, and the cooked freekeh. Stir ingredients until mixed and remove from heat, cover, and set aside. Add salt and pepper to taste.
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